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The compositjonse of sixth, el and peakeat grade _ 
students were used to determine whether narraticns or arguments cf 
high syntactic complexity were rated higher than narrations or . 
argusents cf low syntactic complexity... Selection cf the compesitions 
was made in pairs--one cf high syntactic complexity and one of low 
syntactic ccaplexity--each written ty the same student. The . 
compositions at each grade levelewere ratede by fcur teachers who 
taught at that'grade level. The holistic score, the coapositicn 

< quality scale, and the sentence etructurea score were used as the 
measures cf qtality. Analyses indicated that argusents of high 
syntactic’ complexity rated significantly higher than did arguments of . 
lew syntactic complexity for grades ten and twelve; there was ne 

‘ gignificant difference at grade giz, Narraticns cf high syntactic 
cesflexity gid not rate higher than narrations cf low syntactic 

. Complexity at any grade level... In fact, twelfth gtade students’ 

,Barraticns of low syntactic complexity, rated significantly higher 

fthan did their narratitne of high syntactic ccsplexity. Overall, it 

appears that syntactic complexity infjuenced ratings cf arguments se 


not of narrations. shushox/et) ; 
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A number of attempts have been made’ ‘to ence 4 the relationship ~ 
between syntactic eae and the quality ratings: assigned to com 
positions, Results have been conflicting. Both Potter (1967) and Veal 

pea between’ 


I 


Lo] 


97) found that Measures of: aiticete comple: 


i iting judged, big and low apakisy in tenth grade and in second,’fourth, «¢ © 
Z and sixth re respectively, ° . Hare (1973), Combs. (1976) and. 


_Morenberg, Daiker and kerek (1978) found that, after sentence-combining . 


practice, their experimental subjects had both higher REnEESHES costpex- 


‘sty scores and higher quality scores than ‘their. control saijectas How= . 


ber, Mellon (1969) found that, while syntactic complexity increased yee 4 F 


{ 


‘atter sentence combining practice, quality ratings for his. experinental . 


’ group were lower than for the less, syntactically complex welhing of his 


" . control group. ‘Schmeling (1969) found, that ca compositions by collage 


: freshmen had an ‘average mean “Teunit sani Ape was only slightly greater 


than "poor" compositions’ while the’ average group -had a mean T-unit length 
greater than either the good or ‘the poor group. stehart (1978) compared 
the top 10p ‘and the bottom 10% of papers written ty college freshmen and — 


found that clause length was significantly greater in the superior group 


ae though mean Tunit length was not. Nola and Freedman (1977) found that - 


words ‘per T-unit and other standard measures of syntactic development 
were not neeful in predicting quality scores ‘at the college level. 


~ Bhaeaes and Grobe (in eds ae significant positive nontelations at 
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the Grade 5 level between qualify ratings and the three common Oe. 


“development measures’. iets per. ‘T-unit, uote’ per clause and clauses per 


T-unit); ‘they found no significant correlation between quality i ayntao~’ ‘ 


tfo-devetopment measures, at Grades @ and 11, t+ he aye 


e é a - . 7 ‘ 
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Purpose of the Study i 2 an 
: The, purpose of the present study, was to éxapine the relationship . 
between syntactic ‘complexity and the quality saan assigned to composi~ 
tons in. two “aifferent modes of discourse (nartation and argument) at. 


e 


oo grade levels (6, a and 12). A number of. studies have found that 
 agrtactio complexity is ereabe in argumentative weiting ‘than in nara 
tion (Crowhurst and Piche, 1979; Crowhurst, in press; Perron, 1977; San 

Jose, 1972). Crowhurst et al. found that. T-unit length was significantly 
greater in argument than in narration at both Grades @ and.10, and also 
that T-unit length aia not “inotense en between Grades: 6 andr 
10 in the mode.‘of narration. 


a They suggest that ‘Presenting an argunent fuherenty requires the 


interrelationship of propositions and that this: is expressed syntactic— 

ally by the subordination of oleuses and simailaiatiae ia elesients. 

They conclude that: argument places greater denands on: withers to nak: 

‘use of ‘their syntactic speoaroey, than does narration. te thé conclusion. ‘ 

is valid, it may be the case that the effectiveness ofa piece of per- 
“suasiive writing depends ‘partially « on the effective doployment ‘of ‘syntactic 
resources which ds reflected in high svitacklé complexity scores, If s0, 
raters “ay tend to assign higher quality ratings to argunents of high syn- .° 


tactic obmplexity than to arguments of low syntactic complexity. If, on 


‘the other hand, effective narrative writing is less dependent on complex- 


x id k = ny bd / 


_, ity'of ayntax, mrereerse complexity scores a oeala seen to be less likely 
to influence quality ratings of raceabionas ‘ 


“Students wrote, three times in the assigned mode, ‘.  - | 
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The present etudy differs from préviéus athdtes of, the relationship . 
Detween syntactic complexity’ and petite in three ways. In the first 
pldie, it examines that relationship in et different nodes. of discourse, | 
Secondly, baie writer variable is controlled by the use of pairs’ of oouipo- eae 
sitions by. the same writer, ‘pag vomposition of high syntsotio umaaricd 
and one of low complexity. . ‘Mindy, spibanits complexity ‘is the. indepen~ 


dent variable ‘and quality the depéndent vatiables ane oo 
The following predictions were made ‘for each of three a levels” 


ins ‘10, and 12)+ 2 ; ie he Be ae 


1. Aravacnits of high syntactic complexity will receive higher aaultee 


‘ratings than arguments of low syntactic oomplexity written ‘by the game... ‘s 


‘ ¢ \ 


students,’ ee 6 ae ; : 
2. Narrations of high syntactic complexity will not receive higher , 
quality ratings, than narrations of low mynbtosts complexity weiter by the 


same students. . é ? i 


Subjects . , a eal a, F 7 + 
Subjects were, re two high schools and four’ elenentary schools in “i j 
Brandon, Manitoba, a city of approximately 40,000. Students in ten tvelfth- 


| grade classes (N = 206), eleven tenth-grade classes (N = 228), and eight 


sixth-grade classes. (i = 223) were ranggaly assigned to write in either 


: the mode of narration or the ‘mode of argument so that there was approxi- 


Qo ¢ 


mately the. same meme of pisdnets welhing in’ each mode in each classroom, 
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Three 35 mn color elides were used to elicit writing samples, each 


picture “representing one topic. Subjects in ,the thode of weeretgn were 
“instructed to write an exciting atery’ of about one page about the picture, 
Subjects mn cinema were asked ti wiite a persuasive piece of about one ; 
page related to the pictues. LF For specific argument. assignments, see 
‘Crowhurst st ies (05979) wf : 

4 nackte of assignment béoklets for wish class were Prepared in ad- 
vane for oath. of ‘the thee: writing sessions. , Bach booklet consisted of 


. = 


a: prited assignnent sheet, complete with manjecn's name, ‘atapled to, a 


¢ - egal~sized. sheet of paper lined on both’ sides. Aesignnents.. were admin— 

a . 2 istered by: the classroom 4 ‘teacher’ who ‘projected the appropriate ‘slide, ies 

. ja distributed the assignment booklets, and issued brief, etandardized in- 

¥ 188 = divuktioen in each writing siete, Students wrote once ‘a ms for’ three - 

at a their assigned mode, once:on each of the “three topics, Each * 


writing snanibe ‘lasted 40. nimtes. Tha order of topics was maislomly 


an os sion to inate, * - ve - . . Hg a 
“+” Seleotion of Compositions for Quality § 
ar compost tions were Boored ae emntactio Seiad using the score - 
def 2 a ties ane T-unit- ténsth since this ee £0 ‘be "the most usefil ‘and ‘useable 
index of syntactic development over a wide age-range" (0'Donnel1, 1976, 
> Be 38). Mean T-unit lengths ond standard deviations for eacli of the two 
. modes of discourse at each of the three grade levels were as follows: | 
Grate 65" narration: % = 10.60, ad = 1.974 argument: X = 13.79, sd = 310 
Grade 20: - ‘narration: X's 32. 48, 8 = 2.293 argunent: X = 15.47, 8d = 2.37 
Grate 32+ narration: ox = 12.51,. ed = 1.783 ‘it@inante X= 16.06; sd = 2.45. 
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. A composition was designated es being of high gyn tactic complexity 

if mean T-unit length for that composition was ,5 or more words higher 
“than the mean of all compositions in the eaee’ grade and node, Thus, for 
example, Grate 6 narrations were of high syntaotic complexity if mean’T- , 
unit length was 11.10 or more. ‘Similarly, compositions were Aesignated 
‘as’ being of low syntactic complexity if mean T-unit- length for thet com- 


pouttion was .5 or mre words lower tian the mean of all compost tions in 


yy id 


the same grade and moda, 

a pair of compositions written by tbe, same student van’ choshn fox 

quality earns ifs | « * - ~ ® 8 Tae 
a, ‘One composition'was of low ‘syntactic epson and one of high 


as ayitantis complexity. = . ° 
‘by The difference in mean Dunit length between the two ego 
tions was at. least two words, (mms, a pair of narrations written by a - 
' Grade 12 student was discarded because, ‘al though' one had a mean Suhit 
is length of sama and thus qualified as low complexity, and the othe had 
@ mean Tuntt length, of. 23.06 and Ainw. qualified as high scumlerity, the 
difference in mean n-unit Pasay t.e., 1.16, was less than 2,00) 
ec. ‘The two ‘caped tosis were of similar length, Pairs were dis-. 

carded if the shorter Gf the two contained: fewer than 70% of the number 
of words in the longer womposttion, (Since this selection procedure 
allowed. for some difference in composition length, an ANOVA was run to 

determine whether the difference in composition ength between complexity 
| levels in grade by ae cells was significant, Grade 22 narrations of 
,» high poamileatty iene significantly. longer tian Otade 12 meevetions of low 
Soupledtyt There was no significant aifference a opment teen length . 


between ‘high and ew copubed ouposttions in oe other oe by modé, 
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Noaee there were wee Compositions of high hoaslerity and one of low 
complexity by the same auton (or; two of low complexity and one ‘of 
shigh), choices were made 80 as ‘to, equalize, ad far as possible, the mm 
ber of compositions per topic in mode by sonleanty cells at each jane 
parr. Table 1 shows the total number of compositions: in each grade by 
mode by complexity 6ell anf the number a compositions on each of the ° 
three topics in each cell, Table 2 anoea: ‘the means and, standard devia 


tions for words. per’ T-unit (w/t) and total words per composition (# me); 


Gs 
for each grade by mode by compleal ty cell. . : / 7 Ps , 


. [insert Tables 1 and 2. about here] . : 
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Scoring and Scorers 

‘Iwelve expetienced nee four ee each grade —e were » hized : 
to rate.the dcmpoaitions, An retere for a given grade were. currently 
teaching English BY that level. Raters read both argunents and narra- 
tions, * They rated on two consecutive Stunday mornings, ‘different Satur- 
days for each set of raters. they cated ami! one week and narrations * 


. * re 


the other. 5 - 
; Compositions were typed with correction of spelling errors and exces 

punctuation errors such as cateaton of perivie, ‘Compositiong at each — 
grade level were sorted by topic into three sets. Each set contained both 

| high and. low coniplexity ecnpoet tons on the sc Rating ona given 
noming was one in’ three periods, one si of compositions “ a parted, 4 

; with refreshments and ‘a, seek time between periods, The ee in which 

| ots Mere rated was randomly assighed for each session of each grade level. ' : 


Bach composition was assigned both a holistic score and a set of 


as 
Fi . 
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scores on @ composition quality instrument developed by Piche, Rubin, 
: Purner and Miohlin (1978), ¥ For the holistic rating, a seraragint scale 


was used,. ‘ieee , asked to assign a global rating of. from 1 Gee) 

ia 7: (high). ° : is eit 3 

er ; The incateind quality instrungnt consisted of. geven semantic dif- 

* ferential scales, each’ consisting of 9 pair es bipolar adjectives. The \ 
seven pairs of adjectives were: ooherent, dnocbivens organized, dis- . 
organized; well written, poorly writtens soa Sentence stmoture; poor 

Sentence structure; Aogheal, illogical; tical, ungramatioals oa 
voosbulary,, ‘poor vocabulary. The aie scales together represent & gen- 


eral compositian quality factor. "Raters were asked to assign & score of 
from 1 to 7 for each.of the seven sasigi 1 representing the negative end 
of the scale (ee. Anocherent) and 7 representing the positive end of the 
: scale, (e.e., goherent) The Anvestigator trained and supervised raters 


- 
J 


at all rating sessions. ms 
. : ‘ 7 

Dependent Measures 8 | i ‘ 

| Three measures 3s of ‘the dependent variable, tua were ‘selected for 

analysis: ° the hblistic score (HOL), the composition-quality-scale qcore 


‘ (coma), and the sentence structure score (SNTSTR) . The holistic score 


- 


—_ 


was obtained by suming the holistic scores eiven i vy the fobr cates 
Ts, the holistic score for a given composition. could range from 28 (for 
“the ‘best composition) to 4 (for the worst). The composi tion-quality-scale 

, score was obtained by suming the totals of the seven scores given by aie 

of the faur raters to the peven’ semantic differential scales. Thus the 


COM score for a given composition could Aw from 1% (for the Bers con~ 
position) to 28 (for the worst). ‘The sentehce ateiaturs sai wag obtained 


\ 
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by qumning the scores eye the four raters for the sentence struc- 
ue ture item on thg composition quality scale, Thus the SNTSTR® score for a 
given composition contd range frem 28 (for the seid! Sompositiion) to + 
| (for the worst), eee 7 A 
Z “  , * Rater reliability was caleulated finite the procedures described in ” 
Winer (1962). Te reliability coefficients ‘for the mesn of the four 3 
ratings ‘for ‘it ranged fron - .78 for Grade 12 argument to .90 for Grade 6 
narrétion; for COM the range was from .72 for ene 12 argument ‘to .92 
7 : for Grad 6 Baenettony ‘for SNISTR the range was frou 062 for Grade 12 ~ | ‘ 


= . 


argument to 89 for Grade 6 narration, ‘(See Table 3) ’ pe oe - °° ‘. 
_["nsert Table 3 about here 7 . 


Analysis pee de he ; ae ' 
Eiohiof he thee ‘quality measures (mt, COMQ and ‘siivorn) was analyzed 
by a ‘peparate ANOVA at each grade level ine 2(made) x ‘2(syntactic complex- 
, ity) mjxed design with a repeated measure on the second factor. ‘the ANOVAs 
| were. performed by program EMDP2V in the ‘Biomedical Computer Program, Pe 
” series (1977). Bonferxoni + £ statisticn were used to compare high and low 
‘complexity means in pe ar by mode cell ue sack of the four measures 


analyzed, Results + were tested ‘for significance at the. 05 level. ’ 


Nge 2° -; Regults Se et 
The omibus mull yvonne of no significant gifferences between 
interaction. cell means was ‘irrelevant for purposes of this investigation, 
a Results ef pre-planned, nonorthogonal soitbouate between high and low com 
plexity means within’ each mode, at each grade level, are presented be below. 
‘ Grade 6: 6: There wae significant difference on any of the three 


‘measites paseeee ne and low. amtactic complexity soapoatttins in either 


4 
a aye al 
«Fe, 


, e i‘ a * 4 
. . ra & 
. © = Pe a e 1p 
eo . Py 


rr ce rem meg re tem emmnet tam coy mum | fea emma nt ete ce wee mee mmm eme e eed Mpeg ewan eg ee Ty Hw 
. ' . . = 
s . 


as ” © 
a ; . ‘ 


Se ee ee 7 “ Byntactie, Complexity and Quality 


n ° - . = ; ‘ 7 ; < 7 ’ 10 . y- ; . , : 
. narration or “axgument. Cell means in mode by complexity cells See ee 
R Xe , ented. in Table ae: a “i, : z > “s 
a a - [Insert Table 4 about’ here J _ 
F ot rele 10: High arama argunents woored atepiicaivly higher e 2 


| thai low ‘complexity ‘exguneitts on all thes quality measles, There was 
f ws no’ significant difference on any of the three ‘Measiire bétween high and, 
“ ; Lov complexity narrations, - Cell, means = mode by complexity cellg-are : 


‘ 


‘ "© presented in Teble 4, + Banton . | 
s . W . Py ; ; 
oS <a Grade 12 12: ‘High’ complexity arguments scored significantly higher than 


low conblexity arguments on girsTR and comg. On HOL, high complexity 
& , arguments sodred: higher than low. compl nity argunents but the difference 
betwoen the two was ‘hot significant. ‘In narration, low complexity compo~- ‘ 


' . Arices scored significantly higher than high complexity compositions on- 


2, : # 
all three measures. hi as in mode by complexity cellg are presented 
in tate 4; pe, | 
4 : sO Disoussion : ee err " 
ie ® ow ( 


The prediction concerning the relationship bekunna syntactic complex 
. ity and quality ratings in the mode of argument was confixmed at two grads. 
levels. At Grades 10 and 12, arguments of high syntactic complexity re-, . 
ceived higher quality scores than arguments of low syntactic complexity! 
When individuale engage in persuasive or argumentative discourse, they 
are engaging in an activity which, soharently requires the logical inter- “ 
. relationship of propositions. This vomilte in T-units which are lengthened 
by the subordination of ckauses and less-than-clausal* elements. The high 
- quality ratings for high complexity: arguments suggest that there is a Pos ** 
itive relationship between effective sepnucitative discourse sna the ability 
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. to relate propositions evntacticalty a 
“There was no significant aiffertnoe between the quality. ratings as- ; 
signed to high song astty argmnerts and the ratings deincd to ad com 
plexity-argunents at Grade. 6. Argumentati ve writing is difficult for ; 


Ys Grade 6 students. When data for the present study was being collécted, * 
; _. peveral Grade 6 teachers indicated that they aid not, usually ask their . 
: . _, students’ a, write in the argumentative mode. In an earlier ‘study, Crow-=: * 


*hurst (ast?) reported problems isi getting. eixth-gradere to write in the 4 
° made of argument; Many - “sixth ‘eines neve mest developed facility in this e 

a wie of writing. ‘It is possible that this. was a eee factor in | 
_ : * ‘ the quality ratings of Grade 6 arguments. : 

The prediction Stnoemiine ar relationship petween syntactic oom=- 
og ys plexity and quality ratings = the mode of narration was confirmed at all 
; “+ three grade levels, High oomplecity ni sins were not judged to be 

qualitatively superior to low complexity nacre sions at any of the three f 
a grade levels studied, Indeed, at the Grade 12 level, narrations of low . 
complexity were judged to be. qualitetively superior to narvations of high ~ = 


complexity, § and this: despite the fact that high complexity perewens at \ 
\ chat 12 were » significantly longer than aoe scepestty narrations, Binds. 
* a positive olattonesty, between composition Length and quality ratings 
has frequently been noted, (Digderich, 19615 Gebhard, 1978; Nold et Big. evi 
197T¥ Richardson, Galnans Essen and Lambert, 1976; Stewart and Grobe, in 
° . probs), it might have been expected that the longer high cearetostty ee a 
_ tions wala have received higher quality ratings. . \, : ’ 
me absence of positive relationghip between high syntactic complex- 
eae - Sty-and quality judgments in narrative writing aufports yhat is intuitively 


sine ~ 12 ne + 
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felt, nanely, that shteltine: narrative style is “not oe dependent _ hime 


on complexity of syntax. ms Hutivg {meagre (a Monpanait with ob- 1 
servations made by Hunt (3365) and gaa: (1969). ‘ int ealeulatea mean’ 


an badge for two ptories by Hemingway , and one by Faulkner ana found 
that scores for the Hemingway stories .were 9.41 ‘and 14:44, and for the . 
Faullmer story, ‘22.62, The scores illustrate that syntactic complexity a . 


~~ 


= . varies widely in narratives of recognized quality. Rosen had his 15/16- 
, year-old subjects white. in response to eight different sets, of” assign~ 
‘ments, each set designed to elicit a different kind of writirlg., He dis- 


go 


‘covered that the assignment ‘set (Set 6) for which the highest mean quality 


) T-unit length of all assignment sets. 


score was given # Gab whieh hal eligites nacative writing ana which” 
had the pati ws 
"tthe results of ‘this Btudy_: indicate that syntactic complexity was not 
an influential factor in assigning asi ating to narrations written - 
by the sixth-, tenth-, and twelfth-grade subjects s Of this ‘study, but that 
it was an influential factor in the maeing of arguments weitten by the 
tenth- and twelfth-grade subjects. — of high syntactic ai ae 
were rated significantly higher t  Sneuatine of low syntactic eeiplexite, 
‘ While the results of this study should not be generalized to other raters 
- and other composition sets, the results are suggestive. The questions 
here examined merit further study, It would be interesting to know how 
various types of arguments contribute to perceived. quality, and what the 
relationship is between various oe types and the need to use multi- ' 
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